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Newfoundland’s Battlefield Memorials 


During the First World War more than 6,000 officers and men 
served in the Royal Newfoundland Regiment. In addition to the 
13 Battle Honours won by the Regiment in France and Belgium 
are the names “Gallipoli 1915-16” and “Egypt 1915-16”. The 
many bitter actions in which the gallant battalion from the former 
British colony fought brought it heavy losses. The total fatal 
casualties in the war numbered 1,305 all ranks — more than one 
in five of those who joined the Regiment. 


Newfoundland has erected five impressive memorials — four in 
France and one in Belgium — to honour her warrior sons who 
gave their lives in the First World War. On battlefields whose 
names are closely associated with hard-fought contests in which 
the Regiment played a glorious part there stands a massive bronze 
caribou, gazing defiantly in the direction in which New- 
foundlanders faced the foe. The five battlefield parks are at 
Beaumont Hamel (near Albert), Gueudecourt (near Bapaume), 
Monchy-le-Preux. (near Arras), Masniéres (near Cambrai), and 
Courtrai (or Kortryk) in Belgium. : 


After the war, the Government of Newfoundland purchased the 
ground for establishing a battlefield park from the owners in each 
of the five localities. The site at Beaumont Hamel, 16 hectares (40 
acres) in extent, involved negotiations with some 250 French 
landowners. These arrangements, and the task of selecting and 
developing the parks and planning the erection of the memorials, 
were carried out by the Director of Graves Registration and 
Enquiry, Lt.-Col. T.F. Nangle, a wartime padre with the Regi- 
ment, who was also Newfoundland’s representative on the 
Imperial (now Commonwealth) War Graves Commission. The 
landscape architect who designed the parks and supervised 
their construction was R.H.K. Cochius, a native of Holland living 
in St. John’s, Newfoundland. The statue of the noble caribou 
stag, emblem of the Royal Newfoundland Regiment, was the 
work of the English sculptor, Basil Gotto. 


Beside the Lombardy poplars at Beaumont Hamel, and in the 
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smaller parks surrounding the other four memorials, seedlings 
brought from Newfoundland were planted — spruce and fir, 
dog-berries and juniper whose roots sprang from the same native 
soil as did the gallant lives they serve to commemorate. When 
Newfoundland entered Confederation in 1949, the five memo- 
rials became the responsibility of the Department of Veterans 
Affairs. 


The Newfoundland Beaumont Hamel Memorial 


The largest of the battlefield parks established in memory of 
Newfoundlanders who died in the First World War is in France at 
Beaumont Hamel, nine kilometres directly north of the town of 
Albert. It was at Beaumont Hamel, on July 1, 1916, the opening 
day of the Battle of the Somme, that the Newfoundland Regiment 
fought its first engagement in France — and its costliest of the 
whole war. 


In the Beaumont Hamel Memorial Park, which was officially 
opened by Earl Haig on June 7, 1925, the monument of the great 
bronze caribou, emblem of the Regiment, stands on the highest 
point overlooking the site of St. John’s Road and the slopes 
beyond. At the base of the statue three tablets of bronze carry the 
names of 814 members of the Royal Newfoundland Regiment, 
the Newfoundland Royal Naval Reserve, and the Mercantile 
Marine — those who gave their lives in the First World War and 
have no known grave. In the lodge which houses the reception 
room for visitors to the park a bronze plaque, unveiled in 1961 by 
the Hon. Joseph Smallwood, then Premier of Newfoundland, lists 
the Battle Honours won by the Royal Newfoundland Regiment 
and pays tribute to its fallen. The reconstruction of a representa- 
tive part of the battlefield preserves in its original state the shell- 
pitted ground between St. John’s Road and the Y Ravine across 
which the heroic advance of July 1, 1916 was made. 


In the park, two small cemeteries, Hawthorne Ridge No. 2 and 
Y Ravine, contain the graves of many who fell on that fateful day. 


The Battle of the Somme 


The year 1916 was the year of the Battle of the Somme. As the 
year opened the two great opposing armies remained deadlocked 
in a line of trenches which stretched 966 kilometres from the 
Belgian coast through France to the frontiers of Switzerland. 
Here men faced each other over the strewn, decaying wastes of 
No Man’s Land, and confronted the realities of dirt, disease and 
death. 


Although the great advantage of trench warfare lay with the 
defence, both sides adhered to outdated army traditions and 
relied on massive, head-on infantry assaults. As attack after attack 
failed, the tollin human lives grew rapidly, and the Western Front 
became an area of bloody stalemate. 


The Allied plan for 1916 was to launch simultaneous offensives 
on the Western, Eastern and Italian Fronts. In the West the region 
of the Somme was chosen for a joint French and British assault 
about mid-year. 


But in February the Allied scheme was upset when the German 
Supreme Commander seized the initiative. For his battlefield he 
chose the fortress-ringed city of Verdun, a position, he correctly 
believed, so essential to the French that France would fight to the 
last man to hold it. He hoped to lure French forces into the narrow 
dangerous salient, slaughter them with artillery fire, and thus 
“bleed France to death”. On February 21, the German barrage 
began and for the next several months both sides threw soldiers 
and shells at each other in a nightmare of death. But the German 
army bled as well. As Verdun was a symbol of life for France, its 
fall became a moral necessity for the prestige of the German army. 
By Christmas, when the battle finally ended, 800,000 men had 
given their lives. 


During this holocaust of fighting, the French sent frantic appeals 
to Sir Douglas Haig, the new British commander, to hasten the 
Somme offensive and take the pressure off Verdun. With French 
forces being so thoroughly decimated at Verdun, the British now 
had to assume full responsibility. 
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The campaign was planned well in advance with a massive build- 
up of men and munitions. The tactics were the same; nothing new 
was added — just more men and more guns. By the end of June all 
was ready for the “Big Push”, and Haig was confident that his 
planned assault would destroy the enemy lines and open the way 
for the cavalry to ride through to the open country beyond. 
Meanwhile, the German army, long forewarned of the attack, 
waited, firmly entrenched along the ridge of heavily-fortified 
chalk hills. 


While the Canadian Corps did not arrive at the Somme until the 
end of August, the Ist Newfoundland Regiment was in it from the 
start. The Regiment was one of the four battalions of the 29th 
British Division’s 88th Brigade. The Newfoundlanders had 
arrived at Marseilles in March 1916 after service in Gallipoli 
and Egypt and had entered the line in France for the first time 
on April 22. 


On July 1 in broad daylight one hundred thousand men, the 
Newfoundlanders among them, climbed out of their trenches and 
advanced shoulder to shoulder in line, one behind the other, 
across the crater-torn waste of No Man’s Land. Weighed down by 
30 kilograms of equipment each, they advanced slowly towards 
the waiting German guns. 


From their starting position in the British support trench known 
as St. John’s Road, the Newfoundlanders had to cross 230 metres 
of fire-swept ground before they reached even their own front 
line. As they made their way through zigzag lanes previously cut 
in the British wire, casualties came with increasing frequency. 
Those of the leading companies who finally emerged into No 
Man’s Land could look down an incline to see for the first time the 
barrier of the German wire, 550 or more metres away. It was a 
wonder that any man could remain unhit more than a minute 1n 
the inferno of fire that swept across the exposed slopes. Neverthe- 
less, holding as best they could the parade-ground formations 
then prescribed for assaulting infantry by the General Staff, the 
thinning ranks pushed steadily forward. Half-way down the slope 
an isolated tree marked an area where the enemy’s shrapnel was 
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particularly deadly. Called “The Danger Tree”, its twisted 
skeleton has been preserved and still stands at the spot where 
many a gallant Newfoundlander fell on that tragic July day. 


In less than half an hour it was over. The Commanding Officer, 
who from a support trench had watched the destruction of his 
Regiment, reported to Brigade Headquarters that the attack had 
failed. Afterwards the Divisional Commander was to write of the 
Newfoundland effort: “It was a magnificient display of trained 
and disciplined valour, and its assault failed of success because 
dead men can advance no further.” 


The casualties sustained by the British army on the opening day of 
the Battle of the Somme totalled 57,470, of which 19,240 were 
fatal. No unit suffered heavier losses than the Newfoundland 
Regiment, which had gone into action 801 strong. When the roll 
call of the unwounded was taken next day, only 68 answered their 
names. The final figures that revealed the virtual annihilation of 
the Battalion gave a grim count of 233 killed or died of wounds, 
386 wounded, and 91 missing. Every officer who went forward in 
the Newfoundland attack was either killed or wounded. 


The Battle of the Somme continued relentlessly for five more 
months. After its tragic losses at Beaumont Hamel, the reorga- 
nized Newfoundland Regiment was transferred north to spend 
the next weeks in the Ypres Salient. The Regiment returned to the 
Somme in October and again distinguished itself in an Allied 
attack near the village of Gueudecourt. 


The Canadian Corps also saw action at the Somme. Following 
their campaign in Flanders, the Canadians joined in the Somme 
offensive in August 1916. In the months that followed they saw 
repeated action and confirmed their reputation as hard-hitting 
shock troops, but in doing so they suffered more than 24,000 
casualties. 


The Somme campaign finally ended in November 1916. Bogged 
down in mud, the Allied Forces could claim only to have taken ten 
kilometres of ground from the German defenders. The terrible 
cost was 600,000 casualties. 


Sachaast 


Canadian First World War Memorials in Europe 


Canadians who served abroad in the First World War numbered 
619,636, and of these 66,655 gave their lives. That conflict also 
claimed the lives of 1,605 Newfoundlanders. 


There are 19,660 Canadians who have no known graves. Their 
names are inscribed on memorials in Canada and Europe, includ- 
ing 11,285 on the Vimy Memorial, and 6,994 on the Com- 
monwealth Memorial at the Menin Gate in Ypres. On the New- 
foundland Memorial at Beaumont Hamel are the names of 814 
Newfoundlanders who have no known graves. 


In addition, the Unknown Warrior, interred in Westminster 
Abbey on November 11, 1920, represents all the First World War 
“missing” of the British Commonwealth. 


Canada has in France and Belgium 13 battlefield memorials com- 
memorating the exploits of Canadian and Newfoundland troops 
in the First World War. Two of these, Vimy and Beaumont 
Hamel, were also used by the Imperial (now Commonwealth) War 
Graves Commission to commemorate the names of those whom 
the fortunes of war denied a known and honoured grave. All the 
memorials are maintained by the Commission acting for Canada. 
The five memorials erected by Newfoundland following the First 
World War became the responsibility of the Government of Cana- 
da when Newfoundland entered Confederation in 1949. 
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Memorials in 
Belgium 


Courtral 


Hill 62 


Passchendaele 


St. Julien 


Memorials 
in France 


Beaumont 
Hamel 
Bourlon Wood 


Courcelette 


Dury 


Gueudecourt 


In commemoration of 


The action of Newfoundland Forces in the Bat- 
tle of Lys in October 1918. 


The part played by Canadian troops in the 
defence of the Ypres Salient, especially during 
the period April to August 1916. 


The capture of Crest Farm by the Canadian 
Corps and the Battle of Passchendaele in Octo- 
beneboig: 


The heroic stand of the First Canadian Division 
in the first gas attack at Ypres in 1915. 


The action of the Royal Newfoundland 
Regiment in the Battle of the Somme on July 1, 
1916. 


The crossing of the Canal du Nord, capture of 
Bourlon Wood and rupture of the final Hin- 
denburg Line defences on September 27, 1918. 


The part played by the Canadian Corps in forc- 
ing back the German troops on the slopes of the 
Somme from September to November 1916. 


The capture of the Drocourt-Quéant Switch 
and the breaking of the Hindenburg Line on 
September 2, 1918, during the Second Battle of 
Arras. 


The action of the Newfoundland Forces in the 
Battle of the Somme on October 12, 1916. 
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Le Quesnel 


Masnieres 


Monchy-le- 
Preux 


Vimy 


The attack by the Canadian Corps, 100,000 
strong, on August 8, 1918, which drove the 
enemy back a distance of 13 kilometres. 


The participation of the Newfoundland Forces 
in the Battle of Cambraion November 20, 1917. 


The Newfoundlanders’ participation in the 
Battle of Arras on April 14, 1917. 


The capture of Vimy Ridge by the Canadian 
Corps on April 9, 1917. 
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